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FROM THE CENTER
TO THE PERIPHERY
The Changing Role
of Dress in the
Eighteenth-Century Novel
Brigitte Glaser

In humble simplest habit clad.
No wealth nor power had he;
Wisdom and worth were all he had,
But these were aU to me.
Goldsmith, The Vicar of Wakefield
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he increased presence of references to dress in the
literature of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth
centuries mirrors the surge of interest in clothes and
fashion which had accompanied the restoration of the monarchy in
1660 and was part of the extravagant Ufe at the court of Charles II.
What had started out as deliberate opposition to Puritan plainness and
sobriety and as a celebration of the newly regained personal liberties
after a long period of austerity, gradually turned into standard conduct
among individuals affiliated with the court. Owing to the re-newed
accessibility of public entertainment, a major step toward which was
taken with the reopening of theater-houses in 1660, a wardrobe suit)
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able for the numerous kinds of new festivities, such as visits to the
opera and to tea-rooms or walks in parks and pleasure gardens, be
came a must for those aspiring to an eminent place in society. The
growing importance of dress was probably further underlined by the
returns from the expanding colonial empire. As we know, for instance,
from diary entries by Pepys and Evelyn, both of whom commented
extensively on the collections of oriental garments by travelers to the
East or the outlandish, even "exotic" clothes of ambassadors to or
visitors of the British Isles,^ the English were exposed to new fashions
and thus encouraged to participate actively in the constmction of their
own sartorial identity. Hence the representation of fashion which we
find in the eighteenth-century English novel suggests not only an
imitation of other people's modes of dress (be that the adoption of
French courtly fashion or the experimentation with an oriental outfit)
but points also to the development of a distinctly English taste. Not
only the upper classes but especially also the middle classes, who could
increasingly afford to own splendid clothes, expressed a growing
interest in fashion, presumably because they could thus display their
newly acquired wealth.
Owing to the desire of various authors to project characters and
situations which are "tme to life," the literature of the period reflects
some of its fashions. But dress is clearly also depicted for reasons
other than verisimilimde and has to be seen in close connection with
characterization and the development of plot. In the course of the
production of novels dress assumed a number of functions: it consti- '
mted a marker of social stams and an indicator of movement up or
down the social scale; it reinforced an author's representation of a
figure's idiosyncrasies; it marked that aspect of a novel's plotline which
brings to the fore a figure's changing or changed situation, drawing
attention to a character's inner transformation; or it allowed writers to
voice social criticism, to expose an already existing ideology (i.e.,
master-servant), or to constmct a new one (i.e., the special value of a
woman's innocence and virtue). Yet, despite its various manifestations,
this theme was not treated in a stable and uniform way but rather
' See Samuel Pepys, The Diaty of Samuel Pefjis, ed. Robert Latham and William Matthews, 11
vols. (London: BeU & Hyman, 1977-1983), especiaUy11.175, IV.299, VII.378, VIII.576, and
IX.464, andJohn Evelyn, The Diay ofJohn Evelyn, ed. E. S. De Beer, 6 vols. (Oxford: Claren
don Press, 1955), III.465-66 and IV.285-86.
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underwent a gradual change in the eighteenth century, its emphasis
siowiy shifting from substance to appearance: whereas Defoe and
Richardson, representatives of the realist and psychoiogicai strands of
the novel, assigned to dress a crucial role in their novels, subsequent
authors, especially representatives of the satirical and sentimental
traditions of writing, relegated the theme to minor characters or the
subplot, where they used it to bring out farcical and comic aspects.

¥ THE ROLE OF DRESS IN NOVELS ¥
Defoe and Richardson are the most prominent among those
eighteenth-century novelists who closely connected sartorial appear
ance with human substance and who therefore also employed the
theme of dress in connection with changes and developments which
affected the people of their time. These changes were of a political or
culmral nature, they reflected shifts in the perception of social stams
and class, or they touched on the subjects of sexuality and gender. In
the works of both writers, the conflict which arises out of the protago
nists' interaction with the world is in part addressed or dealt with in
the theme of clothes. The topic of dress thus furnishes writers with an
excellent means of illustrating changes within the individual or with
regard to his or her social situation by drawing the reader's attention to
outward manifestations of this process.
Culture and Civilisation. Exploring the effects of culmral depriva
tion and the absence of "civilization" on an individual, Defoe mms
the theme of clothes, especially in its connection with loss, deteriora
tion, replacement, and recovery, into one of the leitmotifs of his first
novel, Robinson Crusoe. Throughout this work, the subject of dress is
closely tied to the theme of colonization. Crusoe's EngUsh garments
are representative of European civilization; the shipwrecked man is
therefore strongly motivated to cUng to them when he is destimte on
the island. Not only does he preserve them as long as possible or
replace them through the booty he retrieves from other shipwrecks,
but he also begins to make his own clothes after the English fashion.
Nevertheless, he is evenmally forced to make adjustments and go
native when he has to resort to furs and goatskin in order to protect
himself from the heat and the rain. The fact that he does not readily
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adopt native attire becomes most evident in the civilizing efforts he
bestows on Friday, the capmred native. Projecting on him his own
embarrassment about nudity and hence his own need for dress, he
puts the young man into European clothes:
I beckoned to him to come with me, and let him know I
would give him some cloaths, at which he seemed very glad,
for he was stark naked.^
When we had done this, we came back to our casde,
and there I fell to work for my man Friday; and first of all, I
gave him a pair of Hnnen drawers, which I had out of the
poor gunner's chest I mentioned, and which I found in the
wreck; and which with a Utde alteration fitted him very well;
then I made him a jerkin of goat's-skin, as well as my skill
would allow; and I was now grown a toUerable good taylor;
and I gave him a cap, which I had made of a hare-skin, very
convenient, and fashionable enough; and thus he was cloathed for the present, toUerably weU, and was mighty pleased to
see himself almost as well cloathed as his master. It is tme he
went awkwardly in these things at first; wearing the drawers
was very awkward to him, and the sleeves of the wastcoat
gaUed his shoulders and the inside of his arms; but a little
easing them where he complained they hurt him, and using
himself to them, at length he took to them very well. {Robin
son Crusoe,
The process of civilization is accompanied by a growing pride on the
master's part and a sense of awkwardness and discomfort on the new
servant's. Interestingly, Cmsoe's own re-adoption of European clothes
after a period in which he had, in terms of outward appearance, in
creasingly approached the state of the island inhabitants parallels Fri
day's earUer experience. Although Cmsoe casts off his tropical gar
ments, as soon as he is given an oppormnity to leave the island, he stUl

^ Daniel Defoe, 'Robinson Crusoe, ed. Angus Ross (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1979), 209.
Henceforth cited intratextually.
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displays a peculiar awkwardness about his resumption of his European
appearance, when he comments on the gift of new clothing as foUows;
It was a very kind and agreeable present, as any one may
imagine to one in my circumstances: but never was any thing
in the world of that kind so unpleasant, awkward, and un
easy, as it was to me to wear such cloaths at their first putt
ing on. (Defoe, 'Rsbinson Crusoe, 270)
In contrast to Friday, who is subjected by his master to a long process
of acculturation, Crusoe himself is forced to undergo abrupt changes
more than once. He is twice described as being in a transitory state,
first shortiy after his arrival on the island and later just before his
departure from it. On both occasions he comes across as an individual
who is caught between nature and culture, between savage customs
and commendable civilized conduct. Eventually "civilization" keeps
the upper hand and the previously treasured "goat's-skin-cap" and
self-made umbrella become "reHques" of a phase of his life which he
leaves behind (Defoe, Kohinson Crusoe, ITS). Despite his encounter with
another culture, Cmsoe has not only essentially remained the English
man he once was but has also been successful in his attempts to im
pose his own ideology (social, political, religious) and way of life onto
other human beings. Thus the aspect of dress in this work contains, in
a nutshell, the general development of the novel (or rather, the lack of
development of the protagonist). Crusoe's sense of superiority, as far
as clothing is concerned, may only reflect one side of his character but,
in combination with other aspects of the man, such as his agricultural
experiments and his exploration of the adjacent islands, it renders him
the prototype of the fictional colonizer and an early example of those
heroes who become the mle rather than the exception in nineteenthcentury adventure novels.^
Class and Social Status. Intent on commenting critically on certain
grievances and inequities of contemporary English society, both Defoe
and Richardson associate dress with class and social status. Defoe, in
particular, uses dress to reinforce the characterization of his female
protagonists, since this aspect exposes their social pretensions and
' See Elleke Boehmer, Colonial and Postcolonial Uteraturo: Migrant Metaphors (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1995), 60-79.
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aspirations. Fufthermore, it lays bare the contradictions and flaws
which are at the center of their personalities. Numerous clothes-as
sisted endeavors expose them as individuals who are willing to use
deception in order to advance themselves and improve their social
standing. In Moll Flanders, for instance, it is not only dress but fabrics
in general which function as signiflers of wealth and social status. The
more of them Moll is able to gather, the better she thinks her station
in society becomes. That clothes are of importance in her life is evi
dent early in the novel when, as a young girl, MoU takes up needlework
and soon after proclaims that she aspires to become a gentlewoman.'^
When showing her movement toward what she perceives as the top of
society, Defoe endows Moll with a propensity for acquiring clothes
and fabrics as status symbols and he clearly indicates that these objects
represent only the flne, glittering surface hiding the rotten core. Defoe
is thus able to voice implicitly his criticism of a society which forces
women who are unprotected and devoid of support to fend for them
selves and encourages them to be inventive and manipulative in order
to get ahead.
The subject of appearance versus substance and its connection
with the theme of dress is also taken up by Richardson in his first
novel Famela. Here the central conflict is closely tied to class and char
acter and manifests itself predominantly in the following constellation:
while Mr. B. does not conduct himself according to his social position
and his role in the household, Pamela's assigned place does not corre
spond with her tme character. Transferred to the level of clothing this
means: the master does not deserve the clothes he wears, whereas the
servant is inappropriately furnished with either the gentlewoman's
garments, since they effectively turn the lowly born, unmarried Pamela
into a mistress in the eyes of society, or her "homely rural outfit,"^
since this dress underrates and thus misrepresents her actual accom
plishments. Pamela's "three bundles," containing respectively gifts of
clothing from her deceased lady and from her new master as well as
her own meager possessions, are representative of her potential to
become a gentlewoman or a mistress, or to remain a poor serving

Daniel Defoe, Moll Flanders, ed. David Blewett (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1989), 48.
Henceforth cited intratextually.
^ Carey Mcintosh, "Pamela's Clothes," ELH 35 (1968); 75-83.
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maid. While she flady rejects Mr. B.'s presents as those which "were to
be the Price of my Shame'"' and clearly privileges her own sartorial
background, she interestingly never manages, despite her statements to
the contrary, to part with the garments her lady once gave her for her
services and with those urged upon her by her master. All her bundles
accompany her into captivity. Hence she is, throughout the course of
her trials, never completely free from being torn between the opposing
concems of social position, outward ap-pearance, and inner substance.
Although Pamela may repeatedly as-sert that she prefers poverty, with
all its consequences, to the loss of her virme, she is nevertheless, like
Defoe's Moll and Roxana before her, drawn toward the Ufe of the
English gentility. But while Defoe's heroines contribute to their own
downfall, Pamela moves in the opposite direction. Since she is able to
resist temptation as well as fend off various attacks, and thus keep her
bodily integrity, Richardson rewards his female protagonist eventually,
as the novel's subtitle also suggests, by conferring upon her the pre
sumably deserved social position and its accompanying sartorial ap
pearance. While Defoe, assisted by his use of the theme of dress,
realistically portrayed the difficiolties and limited options of women in
contemporary society, should they aspire to changing their lot, Rich
ardson tried, by the same means, to promote the interests of his own
class in presenting the conduct and sentiments of the middle-class
woman as a new center of values.
Sexually and Gender. Since through the introduction of a code of
refinement and courtesy into the language of the eighteenth century^
body-related matters were increasingly relegated to the margins of
literary texts or even censured out of them, the theme of dress pre
sented writers with an opportunity of relocating topics such as sexual
ity or eroticism to the center of the fiction of the time. Thus we find
novels in which dress, in connection with sexuality, may either assume
a protective role against undesirable attempts on the body or, on the
contrary, serve as a means of inviting such attempts. In both possible
scenarios disguise or masquerade may figure prominently.

' Samuel Richardson, Pamela, ed. Peter Sabor (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1980), 111.
' See Carey Mcintosh, Common and Courtly Language: The Stylistics of Social Class in 18th Century
English Literature (Philadelphia; University of Pennsylvania Press, 1986).
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Clothes occasionally guard individuals against unwanted sexual
advances and dress then comes to signify a barrier which has to be
overcome if the body is to be taken possession of. In the eighteenthcentury novel we usually encounter this particular constellation when
a rakish young man is in pursuit of a virtuous woman.® Among nu
merous literary examples, Richardson's Pamela and Clarissa are the best
known and furthermore both are also endowed with the complicating
feature of letters playing a significant role in the association of body
and clothes. In both novels the female protagonist hides letters, the
content of which is coincidentaUy also representative of her tme self,
in her clothes. Repeatedly the man who pursues her and who wishes
to possess her both physically and hermeneuticaUy® threatens to search
her clothes or even undress her. Lovelace, for instance, unable to get
hold of her letters and thus her thoughts and feelings, but above all
her opinion of him, stages a fire alarm in order to surprise Clarissa in
the middle of the night in dishabille, hoping for an opportunity to
seduce her. Later on, Lovelace disguises himself as an old man for the
purpose of stealing into Clarissa's presence and taking her by force, if
necessary. The persecuted Pamela voluntarily disposes of some of her
clothes and throws them into a pond in order to feign death by
drowning and thus to escape the constant dangers which she fears as
long as Mr. B. is near her. Both Clarissa and Pamela are willing to be
manipulative with the help of clothes in order to achieve their goals.
The theme of dress is of such particular interest in the novels of
Richardson because it is there presented in a strangely paradoxical
fashion. While his female protagonists consider dress as a visible sign
of the inner self, the male characters readily regard it as
multifunctional and hence employable for a variety of purposes. Pam
ela's division of her clothing into three bundles is reflective of the
connection the young woman makes between clothes and moral con
duct. Clarissa similarly draws a parallel between appearance and es
sence and, as a result, mistakes Mrs. Sinclair's prostitutes for ladies of
fashion and Lovelace himself, who often dresses in a sober way, for an
only potentially dangerous (and perhaps even reformable) individual.
® Mcintosh, "Pamela's Clothes," 78.
' See Terry Castle, Clarissa's Ciphers: Meaning and Disruption in Samuel BJchardson's "Clarissa"
(Ithaca; Cornell University Press, 1982). Many of Castle's observations concerning Richard
son's Clarissa also apply to his first novel Pamela.

Center to the Periphery

97

Her errors prove destructive for her and compel her, as Terry Castle
has suggested, to remove "herself from the realm of sartorial mean
ings" and make herself "unavailable to interpretation according to
dress."^" While distributing most of her clothes after her rape and
thus performing "the spiritual process traditionally known as dressing
the soul for death,"" Clarissa retains only the plain white dress in
which she eventually dies, a garment that not only signifies her essen
tial innocence and moral integrity but also suggests a wedding gown,
i.e., the proper garment for her union, in death, with the longed-for
heavenly lord. Hence Clarissa's reaction to the instability of sartorial
signs consists mainly of a rejection of any semiotic imposition upon
her and of a re-definition of her appearance on her own terms. But in
order to be successful, even the honest and virtuous Clarissa has to
resort to deceit: she eventually manages to escape her imprisonment
through the use of a disguise, the clothes of her servant MabeU. A
clear division between characters who consistently adhere to honest}'
and those who are prepared to use deceit does not therefore seem
possible in this novel. The ambivalent representation of clothes in
Clarissa may in fact contribute to the general contradictions in the
characterization of the protagonists."
The return of sexuality into the eighteenth-century novel ma\'
furthermore be seen in the wearing of clothes considered incompatible
on the basis of socially constructed norms such as class and gender.
Daniel Defoe, for example, makes a moral evaluation when he associ
ates extreme forms of dress (for example, Moll's cross-dressing or
Roxana's Turkish dress) with his characters' imminent downfall. Moll
and Roxana are allowed to digress from acceptable norms only up to
a certain degree. Although their general conduct may still be im
mensely inventive, courageous and hence admirable, the disposition
which brought it forth, i.e., their moral corruption and insatiable ambi
tion, is alluded to as being reprehensible and unacceptable.

Terry Casde, Clarissa's Ciphers: Meaning and Disruption in 'Richardson's "Clarissa" (Ithaca;
Cornell University Press, 1982), 125.
" Margaret Anne Doody, A Natural Passion:A Study in the Novels ofSamuel Richardson (Ox ford;
Clarendon, 1974), 172.
See Brigitte Glaser, The Bods l" Samuel Richardson's "Clarissa": Contexts of and Contradictions in
the Development of Character (AtiACHottp Winter, 1994).
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In order to be successful in her careers as prostitute and thief,"
Moil Flanders disguises herself as widow, servant maid, gentlewoman,
man, and beggar woman, depending on the requirements of the mo
ment. While, interestingly, she at one time dresses in expensive clothes
in order to attract a financially advantageous offer of marriage, she
later presents herself in poor-looking garments, in order either to have
better opportunities for pickpocketing and theft or to hide her actual
wealth. She has one of her most disheartening experiences when she
assumes the appearance of a man, simply because she has reservations
about "a Dress so contrary to Nature" (MollFlanders, 281) and because
she comes close to being arrested. In general, her preferences and
dislikes in her various disguises are reflective of her character and
point to a marked inclination toward gentility." When she puts on the
clothes of a poor woman, she soon begins to experience a great deal of
discomfort, dreading, in her unconscious, the possibility of descending
to so low a level;
I dress'd myself like a Beggar Woman, in the coarsest and
most despicable Rags I could get, and I walk'd about peer
ing, and peeping into every Door and Window I came near;
and indeed I was in such a Plight now, that I knew as ill how
to behave in as ever I did in any; I naturally abhorr'd Dirt
and Rags; I had been bred up Tite and Cleanly, and could be
no other, what ever Condition I was in; so that this was the
most uneasie Disguise to me that ever I put on. {Moll Flan
ders, 325-36)
Soon after this adventure Defoe has his main character reach her
lowest point in the Newgate episode which puts an end to Moll's
experimentation with disguises and places her firmly on the road to a
reputable place in society. By the time Moll's phase of immoral and
illicit conduct has ended, allusions to dress have disappeared from the
novel as weU.

" David Blewett, Defoe's^rt of Fiction: Robinson Crusoe, Moll Flanders, Colonel]acques and Roxana
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1979), 78-79.
" Blewett, 79.
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The theme of clothes in Defoe's novel Roxana is closely tied to
the female protagonist's psychological and, more importantly, moral
condition. Clothes are even responsible for her name (and thus the
novel's title). They become important only halfway through the novel
but figure prominentiy from then on. Their introduction marks the
height of Roxana's depravity, the moment when she truly becomes a
"Roxana," a whore, that is, when she deliberately dons a seductive
Turkish dress in order to entice the PCing of England. At that point she
has already been through several affairs and has just rejected an attrac
tive proposal of marriage, mainly because she wishes to remain finan
cially independent and self-determined. Her Turkish garments, a piece
of masquerade meant to draw attention to and reinforce her continu
ing sexual attractiveness, signify also the beginning of Roxana's inevi
table descent, since her exotic performance wimessed by numerous
people eventually turns out to be her undoing. Even her second im
portant choice of clothes, a Quaker's dress (and in many ways another
kind of masquerade), cannot prevent her faU. Probably intended as a
kind of antidote to the earlier semblance of depravity associated with
her oriental clothes, the new dress gives Roxana the appearance of a
sober and serious woman but it cannot really change her character. It
functions as "a perfect disguise" (Rj>xana, 254) and renders her an
accomplished "Counterfeit"^^ but it wiU not erase the fundamental
flaws of her character. Despite Roxana's attempts to break with her
former life of prostitution, the past eventually catches up with her.
Not only can she never completely distance herself from her previous
extravagance—even after her marriage to the Dutch merchant, she still
occasionally puts on her Turkish dress, supposedly to please him but
reaUy also to flatter her own pride and vanity—but her daughter Su
san's detection and identification of her occur because she once
proudly wore the infamous Turkish dress. Thus the consequences of
her obsession with one particular garment are far-reaching: the abduc
tion and murder of her eldest daughter, her estrangement from her
servant/friend Amy, and, above all, the weight which has been placed
on her conscience for the rest of her life.

Daniel Defoe, 'Koxana, ed. David Blewett (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1982), 256. Hence
forth cited inttatextuaUy.
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Vanity, Affectation, and Pride. The role of clothing in the novels of
Defoe and Richardson is, as we have seen, an important one, contrib
uting to plot, characterization, and psychology. Yet there appears to be
a shift in the novels of later writers, as dress, in the course of the
eighteenth century, becomes increasingly associated with minor char
acters or with the aspect of outward appearance, and loses its earlier
function as a substantial means of characterization. Instead, it begins
to draw attention to superficial traits, occasionally temporary feamres,
of a figure's personality rather than determining or shaping its core. In
Sterne's Tristram Shandy, for instance, in which dress plays only an
insignificant role. Uncle Toby at one point displays a sudden interest
in the state of his scarlet breeches but only because he has been told
that he ought to make a good impression on the widow Wadman.^^
Despite such encouragement toward sartorial efforts, it becomes soon
evident that his garments do not change the essentially good-natured
and innocent man underneath them. In fact, they are no longer of any
interest to him as soon as his curiosity about the widow has passed.
The case of Uncle Toby illustrates the fact that dress in fiction is no
longer employed in the service of characterization but merely in the
description of surface appearances. As a consequence, it is only mar
ginally tied to the protagonists and is associated more frequently with
minor characters, often for the purpose of caricamre. Especially in
novels in which negative character traits such as vanity, affectation,
pretentiousness, pride, and ambition are exposed—notably the works
of Fielding, Smollett, Goldsmith, and Burney— references to dress
assist in the evaluation of deviant or reprehensible behavior and in the
ultimate rejection of those figures who display a lack of generosity and
benevolence. There are indeed numerous examples of eighteenthcentury novels in which too great an interest in clothing as weU as too
much of an adherence to a life of fashion are shown to be detrimental
to the development of an agreeable personality.
The negative depiction of the life of fashion in the English novel
from the 1740s on can best be understood when seen against the
historical background. After they had initially, immediately after 1660,
been accessible only to members of the upper classes and those associ-

" Laurence Sterne, Tthe Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, ed. Graham Petrie (Harmonds•worth; Penguin, 1981), 556, 574. Henceforth cited intratextually.
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ated with the court, French fashion and Continental or overseas con
sumer items became, in the eighteenth century, increasingly available
to individuals from all walks of life." Hence truly fashion-conscious
people felt compelled to seek for ever newer designs in garments,
more eccentric forms of behavior, or extraordinary objects of enter
tainment in order to be one step ahead of the rest of the crowd. The
spread and the accessibility of new fashions among a wide variety of
people was of course facilitated by the existence of pubUc places in
which new commodities and new looks could be exhibited. Apart
from such sites in London as the Haymarket Opera-House, the Pan
theon or the White-Conduit House, aU of which are drawn attention
to as places of entertainment in Frances Burney's 'Evelina, the best
known of these were surely Vauxhall Gardens, which had been re
opened in 1732 after renovations and extensions, and Ranelagh Gar
dens in Chelsea, whose famous rotunda had opened in 1742 and
which had drawn large crowds of visitors since then. These gardens,
accessible to everyone, not only provided individuals with an opportu
nity of parading in public and thus showing off their recent sartorial
acquisitions but they also promoted and reinforced the competition
among the classes, allowing, for instance, social climbers to mimic
those above them. But the interest in clothes went beyond this compe
tition. The growing number of masquerades, for instance, held, from
about the mid-century on, at Vauxhall and Ranelagh as well as other
places in London, such as Carlisle House in Soho, indicates that
clothes had increasingly come to be seen as a form of self-expression,
as a means by which people could temporarily assume a different
identity, i.e., an outward appearance and a personality which were far
removed from their everyday lives. So, apart from the aspect of social
status, there was also the element of play and distraction, which began
to figure prominendy.^^ Yet the main role of dress remained the social
one which seems, however, to have taken on different forms: it
emphasized an individual's eccentricity or exposed his or her vanity or
pretentiousness; dress was used as an integral part in bringing about an

" G. J. Barket-Benfield, The Culture of Sensihili^: Sex and Society in Eighteenth-Centuty Britain
(Chicago; University of Chicago Press, 1993), 180-81.
" See also Terry Castle's Masquerade and Civilisation which presents a perceptive examination
of the masquerade topos in Richardson's Pamela II, Fielding's Amelia, Burney's Cecilia, and
Inchbald's A Simple Stoty.
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advantageous match; or it assisted in accentuating the conflict between
town and country, an increasingly important theme in the novel of the
eighteenth century.
Following in the footsteps of earlier works such as Fielding's
Joseph Andrews, in which a clear distinction is made between fashionfixated beaus and hypocrites on the one hand and natural, plainly
dressed people on the other, a number of novels written in the second
half of the eighteenth century present characters whose particular
interest in fashion and dress derives predominantly from either the
eccentric side of their personality or their desperate desire to find an
appropriate marriage partner. In some cases, the two motivations
overlap, as the example of Smollett's Tabitha Bramble in Humphry
Clinker shows. While Tabitha is clearly aware of the important role
clothes may play in a woman's chance of marrying a fortune, she
suffers numerous setbacks because of her peculiarly outdated sense of
fashion. In fact, her idiosyncratic appearance at times even has a
shocking effect on those who see her:
She.. .was so particular with her rumpet gown and petticoat,
her scanty curls, her lappet-head, deep triple ruffles, and
high stays, that every body looked at her with surprise: some
whispered, and some tittered; and lady Griskin, by whom we
were introduced, flatly told her, she was twenty good years
behind the fashion.'®
She had been several days in consultation with milliners
and mantua-makers, preparing for the occasion, at which she
made her appearance in a fuU suit of damask, so thick and
heavy, that the sight of it alone, at this season of the year,
was sufficient to draw drops of sweat from any man of ordi
nary imagination. (Humphry Clinker, 261)
In the equally eccentric Captain Lismahago, whose outfit makes him
resemble a scarecrow, especially when "his hat and perriwig falling off.

" Tobias Smollett, Humphry Clinker, ed. Angus Ross (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1980), 125.
Henceforth cited intratextually.
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pie] displayed a head-piece of various colours, patched and plaistered
in a woeful condition" (Humph^ Clinker, 223), Tabitha is, however,
fortunate enough to find a true match, not only on the level of under
standing but also in sartorial terms. Interestingly, their union is also
rendered by the description of clothing when Lismahago, during the
wedding ceremony, throws "over her shoulders a fiir cloak of Ameri
can sables" (piumph^ Clinker, 390) or, as Win Jenkins has it, "a long
marokin furze cloak from the land of the selvidges" ipiumphry Clinker,
395), probably acquired from the Indian tribe he had stayed with in
North America.
But the interest in having a fine sartorial appearance is particularly
pronounced among young unmarried women eager to make a good
impression on men. In a society in which the marriage market offered
women opportunities normally denied to them in education and the
professions, women often resorted to the artificial reinforcement of
their natural endowments. Young women from both the upper and
middle classes were willing to spend many hours on dressing, often in
elaborate garments, and were furthermore willing to subject them
selves to torturous coiffuring and making-up. WWle both SmoUett's
Lydia Melford and Burney's Evelina are aware of the importance of
the etiquette of dress and take appropriate measures in order to win
sartorial approval. Win Jenkins as well as the Branghton sisters and
Mme. Duval, all representatives of the lower classes, go to much
greater lengths in order to impress their (male) onlookers. SmoUett's
Win Jenkins, for example, accompanying a feUow servant to a play,
puts in an extraordinary appearance at this social event:
The lady was aU of a flutter with faded lutestring, washed
gauze, and ribbons three times refreshed; but she was most
remarkable for the frisure of her head, which rose, like a
pyramid, seven inches above the scalp, and her face was
primed and patched from the chin up to the eyes. Qiumphiy
Clinker, 245)
Burney's Mme. Duval who, owing to her advanced age, is no longer
endowed with much natural beauty and is moreover severely lacking in
the social graces, attempts to compensate for her imperfections

104

16J0-18J0

through inordinate behavior and elaborate clothing.^" Thus her striking
appearance at the Hampstead assembly where the "old" woman even
engages in dancing draws both the attention and the disgust of the
onlookers {Evelina, 222). In contrast to these examples who are all
presented with a degree of derision, many protagonists or sympathetic
minor characters are portrayed as having an inclination toward plain
ness and naturalness of dress. Some possess this character trait by
nature or upbringing, while others wiU acquire it in the course of their
experiences in the social world.
A principal reason for a fictional character's interest in sartorial
superficialities is surely, as many novels of the eighteenth century
show, his or her inclination toward vanity and pretentiousness. There
are several types of characters who are particularly endowed with these
feamres: the fashion-conscious, upper-class fops and beaus who fre
quently display the kind of stylized and affected behavior that easily
meets with ridicule; those members of the middle and lower classes
who hope to promote their social advancement through conspicuous,
often inappropriate attire and extravagant conduct; and those occa
sionally rather self-assured servants who derive much of their confi
dence, but also much of the hostility extended to them, from their
inclination to imitate their betters.
Fops and beaus, who had been stock characters since the days of
the Restoration comedy, never quite disappeared with the rise of the
English novel. They remained a standard ingredient of many comic
novels in which they were frequently exposed, through their looks and
manners, to the criticism and laughter of the other figures. Fielding's
Bellarmine, the Frenchified beau of "The History of Leonora" in
Joseph Andrews, constitutes a prime example of a young man who has
devoted his life to his outward appearance and is therefore to be re
jected by the reader:

Evelina says about her grandmother that "she dresses very gaily, paints very high" (Frances
Burney, Evelina, ed. Edward A. Bloom [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982], 53; hence
forward cited intratextually) and later concludes: "I should have thought it impossible for a
woman at her time of life to be so difficult in regard to dress. What she may have in view, I
cannot imagine, but the labor of the toilette seems to be the chief business of her life"
{Evelina, 155).
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"Yes, madam, this coat, I assure you, was made at Paris, and
I defy the best English tailor even to imitate it. There is not
one of them can cut, madam; they can't cut. If you observe
now how this skirt is turned, and this sleeve—a clumsy Eng
lish rascal can do nothing like it.—Pray, how do you like my
liveries?" Leonora answered, "She thought them very
pretty." "All French," says he, "I assure you, except the
greatcoats; I never trust anything more than a greatcoat to an
Englishman; you know one must encourage our own people
what one can, especially as, before1 had a place, 1 was in the
Country Interest, he, he, he! But for myself, 1 would see the
dirty island at the bottom of the sea, rather than wear a sin
gle rag of English work about me; and 1 am sure, after you
have made one tour to Paris, you will be of the same opin
ion with regard to your own clothes. You can't conceive
what an addition a French dress would be to your beauty; 1
positively assure you, at the first opera 1 saw since 1 came
over, 1 mistook the English ladies for chambermaids, he, he,
he!"2>

A similar, equally despicable specimen of the beau or fop is to be
found in Burney's Mr. Lovel. Evelina's initial opinion of him—r "his
dress was so foppish, that 1 really believe he even wished to be stared
at; and yet he was very ugly" (Evelina, 29)—seems to meet with the
agreement of others later on when Lovel turns out to be incapable of
a conversation other than on the topic of fashion which seems to
preoccupy his life: "If your Ladyship will believe me, 1 was full half an
hour this morning thinking what 1 should put on!" (^Evelina, 394).
Having recourse to a rather cruel measure which is of course also
meant to reflect on the perpetrator, Captain Mirvan, Burney exposes
the fop by drawing a parallel between him and a monkey, "fuU dressed
and extravagantly a-la-mode" (Evelina, 400). This trick played on him by
the Captain serves as a punishment of Lovel for his extreme, egotisti
cal conduct as well as an eye-opener for those who witness the
event—a warning, as it were, of the dangers connected with extreme

Henry YiA6ki:g,Joseph Andrem, ed. Martin Battestin (Boston: Riverside, 1961), 93. Hence
forth cited intratextually.
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fashion-consciousness. Fielding and Bumey follow a common proce
dure in the treatment of fops when they emphasize their shallowness
and negligible value. Both Bellarmine and Lovel are described as out
siders in the respective fictional communities, the former eventually
opting for a self-imposed exile in France, while the latter is repeatedly
exposed to the laughter of his friends.
Burney's Eve/ma offers several good examples of characters who
try to underline their desire for upward mobility by their interest in
dress. The female protagonist, who, in the beginning of her stay, is
fascinated by London's fashionable Hfe^^ and eager to participate in
diverse social events, experiences much of her "entrance into the
world," as the subtitle suggests, in the form of her exposure to the
coarseness and embarrassing behavior of her low-class relatives, the
Branghtons and Mme. Duval. While the Branghton sisters are utterly
lacking in good taste but nevertheless eager to appear in public, even
when they are inappropriately dressed, Mme Duval displays a predilec
tion for extravagant and showy garments and an inclination toward a
crude and condescending conduct. Mme. Duval, whose fashion-con
sciousness is severely ridiculed by Captain Mirvan's trick on her, i.e.,
his instigation of an accident during which the madame is deposed in
a ditch, much to the ruin of her "new Lyon's silk" and her makeup
{Evelina, 63), moreover constitutes, throughout the novel, a source of
embarrassment and pain for Evelina. It is through the rejection of
these negative examples that Evelina finds her own place in society, at
the other end of the spectrum, of course, that is, at the side of the
weU-mannered and refined Lord OrviUe. In contrast to the ridiculous
Lovel, the rakish Sir Clement Willoughby, and her own coarse rela
tives, Orvhle is introduced as a "gentleman, who seemed about sixand-twenty years old, gayly, but not foppishly, dressed, and indeed
extremely handsome, with an air of mixed politeness and gallantry"
Qivelina, 29). In him, Burney has designed a character who thrives on
his inner qualities and who is distinguished by his substance rather

^ Shortly after her arrival in London, she writes to the Rev. Mr. ViUars: "I have just had my
hair dressed. You can't think how oddly my head feels; full of powder and black pins, and a
great cushion on the top of it. I believe you would hardly know me, for my face looks quite
different to what it did before my hair was dressed. When I shall be able to make use of a
comb for myself I cannot tell, for my hair is so much entangled,_/h!^/ri they call it, that I fear
it wiU be very difficult" (^velina, 27-28).
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than his appearance. In the course of the novel. Lord Orville increas
ingly becomes the central male figure against whom the other men are
measured, as far as their eligibility as a marriage parmer for Evelina is
concerned. His eventual union with Evelina symbolizes the rejection
of superficialities as well as the connection of moral values and a
virtuous life, on the one hand, and a hereditary title and high social
standing, on the other. Within this context, dress comes to play a less
and less significant role. Burney therefore, like a number of her con
temporaries, clearly privileges in her protagonists both a proper con
duct and admirable sentiments in favor of a striking outward appear
ance, the latter of which she usually relegates to minor characters.
In a rather lighthearted manner, a number of eighteenth-century
novels depict situations in which servants seem to forget their station
in life and assume the appearance and airs of their masters, only soon
to be confronted with a reality that does not permit the crossing of
social boundaries. This transgression occasionally takes on the form a
character's wearing the "wrong" kinds of clothes. Both Fielding and
Smollett offer examples of this supposedly presumptuous behavior of
the lower classes. In his novel Tom Jones, for instance. Fielding has
MoUy Seagrim, the gamekeeper's daughter, dare to wear an unaltered
sacque to church, a fashionable, caftan-like garment which Sophia
Western, the squire's daughter, had given her. With it, she wears a
laced cap and a fan and, owing to her elegant and yet exaggerated
appearance, provokes an outburst of hostility among the local women
who try to tear her gown off.^^ Smollett's Humphry Clinker pt&s&nts, a
similar scene when Jery Melford's new valet and would-be beau Dutton takes the elaborately dressed and coiffured feUow-servant Win
Jenkins to a play. They almost cause a riot when they leave the build
ing, as both of them are harrassed and physically attacked by onlook
ers who are unwilling to accept such impudent and overbearing con
duct:
But as it was still light when they returned, and by that time
the people had got information of their real character and
condition, they hissed and hooted aU the way, and Mrs Jen-

' Heniy Fielding, Tom Jones,ed. R. C. Mutter (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1987), 171-72.
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kins was all bespattered with dirt, as well as insulted with the
opprobrious name of painted Je^abel, so that her fright and
mortification threw her into an hysteric fit that moment she
came home. (Humphry Clinker, 245)

The two examples show that novelists occasionally use dress in con
nection with their minor characters in order to expose their desire to
violate social limits. The emergent negative evaluation of this kind of
behavior, however, is reflective of the author's wish for stability and
for a social order in which traditional hierarchies are maintained.
Dress furthermore constitutes an important aspect in the contrast
of town and country which, in turn, forms the basis of the ongoing
debate in the eighteenth-century novel as to the proper and commend
able way of life. Within this context, the so-called people of fashion,
i.e., individuals who are intent on impressing others through their
elaborate sartorial choices and their stylized behavior, are juxtaposed
with those characters who are predominantly associated with the
privileged ways of namral living and with an amiable conduct. Hence
we encounter, on the one hand, fashion-conscious and self-centred
society belles and beaus who thrive on the extravagancies of life in
London, and, on the other hand, innocent mstic beauties and young
lads who are ever in danger of being corrupted by too great an expo
sure to the vices of the city. Again, Fielding's novels which tend to
satirize and expose the depraved ways of living and the exaggerated,
yet hollow manners of people of fashion serve as models for subse
quent fictional works in which the corruption in town is set against the
rural ideal of an innocent and virtuous life.^'^ These ideas seem to have
fallen on particularly fertile soil in the sentimental novel of the late
eighteenth cenmry. The susceptibility to the wrong kind of conduct
when in London is not only an important theme in Fielding's Joseph
Andrews in which both the titular hero and Mr. Wilson, the reformed
rake, are temporarily exposed to the dangers of the town, but finds
also an expression in later novels like Goldsmith's Vicar of Wak^teld or

Throughout the novel Joseph Andrem, for example, the natural beauty and nobility of Fanny
and Joseph are emphasized. While Fanny, owing to her plumpness, automatically meets the
contemporary ideal of beauty—^"Nor did her hips want the assistance of a hoop to extend
them" (128)—Joseph, despite his plain dress, gives the impression of nobility (249).
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Burney's Evelina. One of the great threats to virtue in Goldsmith's
novel presents itself in the form of "two young ladies richly
drest,.. .women of great distinction and fashion from town" (The Vicar
of Wakefield, 45) who are in reality vulgar women sent by the Squire for
the purpose of seducing the Vicar's daughters to London and their
certain min. EvenmaUy, after various trials, the Vicar and his family
are, however, able to control their vanity and achieve happiness in an
unpretentious setting and the company of modest and temperate
people. Similarly, Burney's female protagonist Evelina increasingly
loses interest in the fashionable life of the town, especially when she
comes to realize that expensive dress often only serves as the disguise
of a shallow character. In the case of Burney's novel, the distribution
of fashion-consciousness among minor characters is indeed particu
larly pronounced and becomes an important feamre of the novel's
central theme (and subtitle), "the history of a young lady's entrance
into the world," thus greatly contributing to the protagonist's change
and development. Hence one of the solutions aptly suggested at the
end of the novel is the withdrawal from London society for much of
the year and the quiet residence in the countryside, only temporarily
intermpted by the occasional participation in a social event in London
or a sojourn at one of the fashionable spas.

¥ CONCLUSION *
Although, from about the mid-century on, news and information on
the latest fashions in England and on the Continent were becoming
increasingly available to a wide audience, for instance in the form of
publications in contemporary magazines,^^ the fictional interest in
dress at the same time seems to have diminished or at least taken a
different mm. There are in fact prominent novels of the period, such
as Sterne's Tristram Shandy, in which this topic hardly is of any impor
tance, In other works it is relegated to minor characters, often either
eccentric or affected ones, who are placed in a contrastive position to

Aileen Ribeiro, Dress in Eighteenth Century Europe 1715-1789 (London; Batsford,
1984), 52.
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the central figures. The most likely explanation for this change in the
employment of dress is a shift of interest away from an individual's
outward appearance, often denoting such aspects as a person's wealth
or social status or a woman's beauty, toward one's inner values. This
shift may be accounted for by various changes that occurred in the
course of the century: the gradual consolidation of the middle classes
reduced their need to proclaim their wealth and position in sartorial
terms; newly formed religious groups like the Latitudinarians or the
Methodists who put their emphasis on the generosity and benevolence
in one's attitude toward others as well as the cultivation of one's inner
qualities contributed to a decrease in the display of showy garments;^^
and the movement, in literature, toward sensibility and sentimentality
accelerated the development of those, often psychologically tinged,
novels which were willing to dispense with references to outward
appearance in favor of a character's thoughts and feelings. Although
there is no evidence that works of literature, even when they were
widely read, had an influence on the fashion of the day, the simulta
neous occurrence of the relegation of dress to the margins and of the
change of style in fashion is too obvious to be ignored. While English
novels increasingly repudiated the extravagance of dress and cele
brated the mral ideal of virtue and restraint, the world of fashion
witnessed, especially during the last decades of the eighteenth century,
a shift away from the elaborateness toward a simplicity of clothing.
Interestingly, England led the way in this trend and countries on the
Continent followed. The new fashionable outfits were the so-called
"country clothes" which were noted for a marked preference of com
fort over show and which were worn by the high and the low alike.^^
Thus, at a time when revolutionary sentiments were beginning to
spread from France through Europe and onto the British Isles and
eventually also found their way into the English novel, England had its
share in the coming changes, not in the area of politics, but through its
contributions toward democratization in the field of fashion.

^ J ames Sambrook, The Eighteenth Century: The Intellectualand Cultural Context of English Uterature 1700-1789 (London and New York: Longman, 1986), 47-56.
^ Ribeiro, Dress in Eighteenth-Century Europe, 130.

